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Educational Leadership Preparation and Professional Roles: Are We Serving the Needs of
Leadership Roles Along the Leadership Continuum?

Abstract

As the complexity of school and district contexts continue to evolve, there is a need to prepare
leaders at various points along the leadership continuum. Through this survey research, we
analyzed student perceptions of program effectiveness (N = 408) from 2013 to 2020 in one
educational leadership program through the lens of student professional roles (e.g., teachers,
instructional coaches, central office personnel). Results varied with instructional coaches
demonstrating higher perceptions of effectiveness and central office personnel lower perceptions.
Findings from this study could serve as the impetus for further research as educational leadership
programs serve diverse educational leadership roles.

Keywords: educational leadership preparation, school leadership, university programs, leadership
continuum, administration and supervision
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Introduction
Improving educational outcomes for students was the impetus for crafting of federal
legislation since the publication of A Nation at Risk in 1983. Since this landmark report, the No
Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act 0f 2001, Race to the Top Fund (RTT) of 2012, and, most
recently, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) of 2015 attempted to address student outcomes
by prompting states to engage in comprehensive educational reform. In response to various
factors, including federal and state educational demands, the adoption of new national
professional standards for principals, and research on principals’ impact on student outcomes,
various states have engaged in school leadership improvement efforts (Riley & Meredith, 2017).
Educational leadership preparation programs occupy a critical space in overall school
leader improvement efforts because programs are tasked with preparing future cadres of leaders
to produce positive outcomes. Hattie (2009) found that after teachers, school leaders were the
most important factor impacting student achievement. School leaders should be steeped in
instructional leadership, school culture leadership, and change leadership to lead successful
school improvement efforts and/or reforms (Dolph, 2017). Through instructional leadership
practices, school leaders contribute to enhanced student outcomes by supporting and advancing
instruction (Dolph, 2017; Nettles & Herrington, 2007). To establish a trusting school culture that
leads to school improvement, skilled school leaders participate in professional learning with
teachers, seek to understand teachers’ strengths leveraging them, and possess effective
communication skills (Hollingworth et al., 2018). Finally, to be effective change agents for
school improvement, successful school leaders practice distributed leadership to build
“ownership and consensus” as improvements are planned for and implemented (Dolph, 2017, p.
382). Given the range of skills and competencies needed of school leaders, researchers examined
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school leadership preparation, investigating program structure, program effectiveness,
satisfaction, and impact (Anderson, 2018; Bogler & Nir, 2015; Cosner, 2019; Grissom et al.,
2019; Ingle et al., 2018; Mullen & Eadens, 2018; Ni, Hollingworth et al., 2017; Ni et al., 2019;
Orphanos & Orr, 2014; Orr, 2011; Orr et al., 2018; Orr & Orphanos, 2011; Perrone & Tucker,
2019). Through analyses of these factors, researchers underscored program components in need
of enhancement to improve the quality of educational leadership programs to better prepare
future school leaders.
In light of these findings and with a focus on improving educational leadership program
quality, we sought to build on previous research through the examination of overall student
perceptions and by investigating student perceptions of program effectiveness based on students’
professional roles in one educational leadership program. As we know, school leaders exist along
a leadership continuum, ranging from roles in quasi-leadership (i.e., teacher leaders, academic
deans, instructional coaches, etc.) to individuals in traditional leadership roles (i.e., school
principals, assistant principals, central office [school district] leaders, etc.). These roles operate
along the school leadership continuum because individuals operating in leadership capacities
“provide direction and exert influence in order to achieve the school’s goals” (Leithwood &
Riehl, 2003, p. 2). School goals encompassing educational reform efforts (i.e., instructional
improvements) to advance student learning hinge upon the leadership skills of those in
traditional leadership roles and leadership from teachers and instructional coaches. Robinson et
al. (2008), for example, found that principal competencies related to instructional leadership
contributed to student learning. Further, Hopkins et al. (2013) found that teacher leaders were
instrumental in instructional improvements at their school sites and across school sites. Similarly,
Woulfin (2018) found that instructional coaches were a key component of a school district’s
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drive to attain instructional improvements in response to state accountability requirements. Since
the leadership continuum is leveraged to advance educational reforms, it is necessary to
understand how an educational leadership program contributes to overall leadership
development. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to engage in a continuous improvement
effort to determine if we were serving the different professional roles (e.g., teachers, instructional
coaches, and school district leaders) represented in our program based on students’ perceptions.
While this research study was completed using student perception data from one
educational leadership program in Florida, we believe it is relevant to the overall discussion on
quality educational leadership programs, particularly due to emphasis on distributed leadership
(Elmore, 2000; Harris & Spillane, 2008; Spillane, 2005) and preparing leaders along the
leadership continuum (New Leaders, 2018). As the complexity of school and school district
contexts continue to evolve, there is a need to prepare leaders at various points along the
continuum. Educational leadership programs are well positioned to contribute to overall
leadership preparation to advance school outcomes. Our review of the literature includes a
discussion on educational leadership program design and components, research on teacher,
instructional coach, and central office leadership to set the context for the professional roles that
may be represented in educational leadership programs; and present information on educational
leadership program that served as the data source for this study.
Educational Leadership Program Design and Components
Since the early 2000s, the literature on educational leadership preparation has focused on
analyzing effectiveness, satisfaction, and impact of educational leadership programs to determine
program quality. The focus on program effectiveness arose based on the perceived
ineffectiveness of university-based educational leadership programs to prepare future leaders
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adequately to meet the demands of outcomes-based educational reforms (Elmore, 2000; Hess &
Kelly, 2005). Principal surveys indicated that participants found that the educational leadership
curriculum did not prepare them for the principalship (Levine, 2005), which suggested a need for
change to the design of educational leadership programs (Lashway, 2003). Further exploring the
issue of program design leading to effective educational leadership preparation, Levine (2005)
proposed nine components on which to assess the quality of educational leadership programs
which included the purpose, curricular coherence, curriculum balance, faculty composition,
admissions, degrees, research, finances, and assessment of programs (p. 13).
While the discussion over program effectiveness took place, other scholars sought to
understand the scope and depth of the research on educational leadership preparation. Murphy
and Vriesenga (2006) in review of school leadership preparation research found that more
investigations were needed to make evidence-based improvements to educational leadership
preparation. Specifically, the researchers noted the need for studies that examined the current
state of educational leadership preparation, the impact of reform efforts on programs, effective
educational leadership programs, alternative pathways to educational leadership preparation,
educational leadership program outcomes, and the environment in which educational leadership
programs operated (e.g., state policy, influence of foundations, etc.; Murphy & Vriesenga, 2006).
The field responded to educational leadership research need with various scholars examining
exemplary educational leadership programs as defined by the University Council for Educational
Administration (UCEA) or programs aligned to UCEA to identify components, processes, and
learning experiences contributing to quality educational leadership preparation (Anderson et al.,
2018; Campanotta et al., 2018; Cosner, 2019; Cunningham & Lochmiller, 2019; Cunningham et
al., 2019; VanGronigen et al., 2018). Components of quality educational leadership programs
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included curricula aligned to national standards, partnering with school districts, and clinical
experiences through field-based internships (Anderson et al., 2018; Campanotta et al., 2018).
Further, the literature identified “powerful learning experiences” (PLEs) as critical to leadership
preparation because they support development of future leaders’ approaches to decision-making
in various contexts (Cunningham et al., 2019, p. 75) and to the development of interpersonal and
intrapersonal skills necessary in leadership (VanGronigen et al., 2018). Using Young’s (2015)
nine PLE characteristics, Cunningham and colleagues (2019) described PLEs as learning
activities which allowed future leaders to engage in “authentic,” “problem-finding” activities that
required them to engage in “sensemaking around critical problems of practice” (p. 81). Further,
the authors posited that PLEs should involve an equity perspective, allow for collaboration,
involve faculty and students as co-learners, and allow for reflection on the PLE. One such
example of a learning activity aligned to the PLE description is the use of mixed reality
simulations to practice communicating with teachers and parents (Ceballos et al., in press).
Findings from research on the use of mixed reality simulations found that students perceived
themselves to have increased confidence in communicating with parents and teachers (Ceballos
et al., 2020).
Continuous Improvement and Impact of Educational Leadership Programs
In response to the criticisms levied in the early 2000s, educational leadership programs
engaged in program redesigns using the Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium
(ISLLC) standards (Hess & Kelly, 2005; McCarthy, 2015). However, although program
redesigns were completed, oftentimes redesigns consisted of program modifications rather than
wholesale changes to programs (McCarthy, 2015). Although complete redesigns were not
commonplace, program modifications included innovations which contributed positively to
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educational leadership preparation, including the creation of student cohorts within programs and
enhanced university-school partnerships (McCarthy, 2015). In addition to improvement efforts at
the programmatic level, individual states also undertook efforts to improve educational
leadership preparation through state-level legislation and policy. Reform efforts differed by state
with some states opting to offer alternative pathways to school leader licensure, while other
states chose to augment educational leadership program structures and requirements (McCarthy,
2015). In Florida, where this study was completed, the William Cecil Golden Act of 2007
required educational leadership program redesigns across institutions in the state university
system (Mountford & Acker-Hocevar, 2013).
At the national level, the passage of ESSA in 2015 brought a renewed focus on
educational leadership preparation, establishing a more encompassing notion of educational
leadership and emphasizing the need to develop a “leadership pipeline” (Young et al., 2017, p.
705). Given this context, educational leadership program redesign and program impact received
attention from scholars. Cosner (2019), in analyzing the process-orientation of exemplary
programs, found that these programs used what they described as “impact logics” rather than
responding to policy changes to engage in continuous improvement (p. 104). The process of
continuous improvement in these exemplary programs constituted a holistic approach, which
leveraged external resources (e.g., “impact data, leadership standards, research models, experts,
and external funding”; Cosner, 2019, p. 106) and internal resources (e.g., “supportive program
structures, data systems and internal program data, and leadership”; Cosner, 2019, p. 108).
Young and Eddy-Spicer (2019) in an analysis of five programs that received UCEA’s Exemplary
Educational Leadership Preparation Program award, found that award-winning programs focused
their continuous improvement efforts on what the researchers termed bridging, brokering, and
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bricolaging (p. 6). Bridging referred to the educational leadership’s program ability to respond to
the context germane to schools represented in their program; brokering referred to the demands
of policy and efforts to “challenge the status quo” to resolve problems; and bricolaging referred
to the creative, synergistic melding of resources and stakeholders to address issues (Young &
Eddy-Spicer, 2019, p. 7).
To determine the impact of educational leadership programs, researchers used qualitative
analysis and student perceptions of program quality as the primary modes of investigation (Ni et
al., 2017; Ni et al., 2019). However, there is research seeking to measure educational leadership
preparation and its attending impact on principal performance (Grissom et al., 2019; Orphanos &
Orr, 2014). In a study of Tennessee principals’ performance in their first three years, Grissom et
al. (2019) found that principals’ performance varied based on the outcome being measured (e.g.,
performance evaluations, student achievement outcomes). Grissom et al. (2019) noted that this
finding made it difficult to identify which educational leadership programs prepared students
well and which did not.
Orphanos and Orr (2014) found that principals who had completed an exemplary
educational leadership program were rated highly by teachers in terms of leadership practices
that supported teacher collaboration, leadership, and satisfaction when compared to peers who
completed other educational leadership programs. Quantifying impact may the impetus for a
focus on leadership assessment and development during educational leadership programs. In two
separate studies, Orr and colleagues (2018, 2019) found that leadership assessment allowed for
identification of students’ various levels of leadership knowledge and skills as well as for
assisting in the preparation of aspiring leaders and teacher leaders.
Teacher Leadership
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To advance student academic outcomes, teachers must be part of the process of school
improvement initiatives through leadership in those efforts (Barth, 2013; York-Barr & Duke,
2004). Research on distributed leadership and collective leadership found that schools that
provided leadership opportunities to teacher and other stakeholders have seen improved student
academic outcomes (Leithwood & Mascall, 2008; Chang, 2011). Teacher leadership exists in
various forms in schools such as grade-level team leaders, content-area leaders, professional
learning community leaders, and/or mentors. Further, teacher leaders also hold informal
leadership roles grounded in their expertise (e.g., content area, pedagogical, or professional
expertise), which their peers seek to inform their own practice (Fairman & Mackenzie, 2015).
School improvement efforts and educational innovations have served as the impetus for
school districts and schools to prepare teacher leaders (Carver, 2016; Gerstenschlager & Barlow,
2019; Tahir et al., 2020). Teacher leadership research studies examined teacher leadership within
professional learning communities (Wilson, 2016), teacher leadership approaches and qualities
(Lai & Cheung, 2015), including other teachers’ perceptions of who was a teacher leader
(Fairman & Mackenzie, 2015). Within professional learning communities, teacher leadership
was defined by teachers’ classroom leadership with students and through teachers’
responsibilities within the professional learning community structures (Wilson, 2016). Teacher
leadership approaches included being active participants in school improvement efforts, learning
through and collaborating in professional learning communities, and influencing peers to
improve their instructional practice and serving as models (Lai & Cheung, 2015). To be effective
in teacher leadership, teacher leaders’ influence on other teachers was based on teachers’
perceptions that teacher leaders possessed instructional and content expertise, had a “range of
experiences” in schools, and were willing to take risks (Fairman & Mackenzie, 2015, p. 74).

11
Ultimately, from teachers’ point of view, teacher leadership rested on how student learning and
organizational change was impacted by teacher leaders (Fairman & Mackenzie, 2015).
Although most teacher leadership preparation efforts have been implemented at the
school district and school level, university teacher preparation programs internationally and
nationally are providing pre-service teachers with opportunities to engage in teacher leadership
(Acquaro, 2019; Diamond, 2014; Nudrat & Akhatar, 2014; Xu & Patmor, 2012). Opportunities
for teacher leadership development have been offered through service learning (Diamond, 2014)
or through exploring teacher leadership case studies as part of the program curricula (Xu &
Patmor, 2012).
Instructional Coach Leadership
Similar to teacher leadership, instructional coaches’ main purpose has been to contribute
to teacher capacity-building efforts in schools (Jorissen et al., 2008; Mangin & Dunsmore, 2015;
Woulfin & Rigby, 2017). Instructional coaches operate in formalized roles within schools where
they are responsible for a range of tasks and duties, including data management, supporting
subpopulations (i.e., English learners or special education) or providing instructional support
(e.g., classroom observations, providing feedback, modeling lessons, etc.; Jorissen et al., 2008).
In their efforts to contribute to overall school improvement and student outcomes, instructional
coaches occupy a middle space between teachers and principals, where instructional coaches
participate in goal setting with principals and are instrumental in working toward those school
goals (Jorissen et al., 2008; Woulfin & Rigby, 2017). As instructional coaches collaborate with
teachers, they contribute to both teacher instructional enhancements and overall teacher
collective efficacy (Bryan & Kaylor, 2018; Sweeney & Mausbach, 2019). Orientations of
instructional coaching like relationship-building and the provision of instructional support
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through expertise are critical to the school improvement efforts (Bryan & Kaylor, 2018;
Campbell & Malkus, 2013; Lowenhaupt et al., 2014). These orientations also were identified by
Leithwood et al. (2020) as leadership practiced employed by successful school principals,
underscoring the importance of the instructional coach role to school improvement and school
outcomes.
Instructional coaching preparation has focused on building instructional expertise and
relationship-building capabilities to advance student outcomes. Campbell and Malkus (2013)
investigated mathematics instructional coaching preparation for elementary schools to determine
the impact of trained mathematics coaches on student achievement. As part of the program
curriculum investigated by the researchers, mathematics coaches completed two leadership
courses where they learned to develop lessons that incorporated best practices, to engage in
classroom observations, to complete pre- and post-observation conferences, to analyze student
work samples, to develop professional learning, to work with adult learners, and to facilitate
small-group and whole-group learning. Over a three-year period, schools with trained
mathematics instructional coaches experienced positive changes in students’ mathematics scores
in Grades 3, 4, and 5 (Campbell & Malkus, 2013).
As with teacher leadership preparation, university programs also participate in preparing
instructional coaches for their roles. At the University of Kansas at Lawrence, instructional
coaching preparation has focused on developing an adaptive coaching approach where
instructional coaches modify their coaching based on the contexts of their schools (Knights,
2019). In this instructional coaching model, coaches are co-equal with teachers as they seek
solutions and share expertise through conversations with teachers (Knight, 2019). The University
of Florida Coaching Academy (n.d.), which offers seven different coaching preparation programs
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(e.g., instructional coaching, peer coaching, early childhood coaching, among others) to improve
instructional practice, the programs are structured on: (a) high impact instruction, (b)
instructional framework, (c) adult learning principles, (d) job-embedded leadership, (e)
consistent and structured dialogue, and (f) inquiry and data driven solutions (p. 2).
Central Office Leadership
While the literature on teacher leaders and instructional coaches has focused on these
group’s capacity-building efforts within schools, the literature on central office (i.e., school
district-level) leadership has focused on system-wide improvement efforts and the contributions
of district personnel to systemic improvement. In a review of four major studies on the impact of
school district-level leadership, Leon (2008) identified six trends among successful school
district level leadership practices, which included leadership practices focusing on the vision,
systems alignment, key priorities, collaboration, teaching and learning, and balancing autonomy
(p. 55). The literature is clear that school district-level leadership practices are critical to school
district efforts to improve school outcomes (Anderson et al., 2012; Honig et al., 2017). In
addition to the role of the superintendent and other executive level leaders, there are other district
level staff who lead and support efforts to improve teaching and learning, and subsequently have
been included in school district-level leadership professional learning and core improvements
efforts (Page, 2010).
School districts enact core improvements to teaching and learning through district staff,
including school-based instructional coaches, school district-level instructional coaches, and
school district-level leaders. In analyzing the work of school-based instructional coaches who
formed networks to address educational reform, Galey-Horn (2020) determined that the
collaboration between school-based instructional coaching networks and school district-level
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personnel supported the communication of the vision for school improvement and identification
of professional learning needs necessary to effect change. In another study of school district
improvement efforts through the introduction of digital one-to-one devices, Hashim (2020)
concluded that district-level coaches needed district leadership support to coordinate efforts
systematically across schools and to differentiate support based on school contexts.
As with teacher leaders and instructional coaches, relationship-building was also found to
be a factor in school district-level leadership along with instructional and technical expertise.
Leithwood et al. (2019), in an examination of school district characteristics that linked to student
achievement outcomes, found that developing trust with teachers and among teachers advanced
school district initiative implementation. As a mediating factor, the authors contended that trust
facilitated the work toward the school district’s vision and goals and supported collective teacher
efficacy which led to teacher networks within the system.
School district and universities have formed partnerships to enhance school district
leadership practices (Naicker & Mestry, 2015). The authors described the Leadership for
Learning Programme, a school district-university partnership, which included both principals and
school district personnel. The framework constructed for the program included leadership and
management, systems-thinking, systemic support, and data analysis and utilization each (Figure
1, p. 4). The researchers concluded that a systems-thinking orientation was necessary between
principals and school district personnel predicated on relationships between these two groups and
leading to collective capacity building. In short, for the entire system to be successful, the
stakeholders engaged in systems coherence and organizational learning (Anderson et al., 2012;
Leon, 2008).
The Educational Leadership Program of Study
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The graduate educational leadership program used as the data source for this study is
housed in a large public research university in Florida. Students enrolled in this educational
leadership program come from the immediate geographical area and enroll in either a Master of
Education, Specialist in Education, or Doctorate in Education to attain a state-level K-12
educational leadership licensure. The ELES was developed and delivered with in-person / face to
face modality, except during the quick spring 2020 migration to remote instruction in response to
COVID-19, which lasted through the end of 2020. In any of the three graduate programs,
students will complete coursework aligned with Florida’s Principal Leadership Standards
(FPLS). Coursework includes organization and administration of schools and instructional
programs; educational systems planning and management; legal and financial aspects of schools,
teacher supervision and evaluation, data-based decision-making, and community relations. The
program includes required clinical administrative experiences (i.e., internships) in local public
schools. The professional roles of students who complete the program includes teachers at
various levels of professional experience in the field, instructional coaches, academic deans,
guidance counselors, and school district-level personnel (e.g., school-district level instructional
coaches, school district-level administrators, and other non-executive positions).
Throughout the program, students are presented with learning tasks to engage students in
authentic school-based leadership experiences aligned to the FPLS. For instance, in the databased decision-making courses, students work collaboratively to analyze existing student
achievement data and develop plans to address student achievement gaps. In the teacher
supervision and evaluation courses, students complete a teacher observation using their school
district-approved teacher evaluation tool and collaborate with a teacher in a teacher-driven
instructional coaching cycle. During the two field-based clinical experiences, students
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collaborate with a supervising principal to complete activities directly related to instructional
leadership. To ensure that school districts needs are met through the learning tasks provided to
students throughout the program, educational leadership program faculty host periodic meetings
with school district partners to discuss school district leadership needs and to receive feedback
on program completers’ performance.
Methods
While the background, literature review, and theory well ground this research with the
necessary foundation, the study capitalized on an existing voluntary exit survey that remains
anonymous and open to graduate students exiting the program, who completed coursework to
obtain educational leadership licensure. Graduate students complete the voluntary exit survey at
the conclusion of the required field-based clinical experience. The institution’s Institutional
Review Board granted approval for this study to be conducted.
For this phase of the research, no interviews or focus groups were conducted. The method
was quantitative and the design was casual comparative. There were two main research questions
guiding this study: 1. Is there a statistically significant difference among students’ perceptions of
the program coursework as having prepared them for educational leadership based on their
professional roles? 2. Is there a statistically significant difference among students’ perceptions of
the program faculty facilitation of their learning and growth based on the professional role of the
student?
Sample and Instrumentation
Researchers accessed post-hoc survey data from the exit survey for educational
leadership graduate students seeking administrative licensure which spanned from August 5,
2013, through December 14, 2020. The total enrollment of MEd, EdS, and EdD graduate
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students in the program fluctuated during this time period because graduate students enter, drop
out, stop out, return, and/or graduate. While there was a total of 2,700 students during these
years, only 790 were new students. Enrollment per year including new students was as follows:
2013 = 334 with 110 new, 2014 = 337 with 115 new, 2015 = 326 with 92 new, 2016 = 327 with
113 new, 2017 = 303 with 96 new, 2018 = 294 with 102 new, 2019 = 286 with 89 new, and 2020
= 263 with 73 new.
The survey was simply titled Educational Leadership Exit Survey (ELES) and consisted
of 28 items. The ELES was developed by the department’s faculty as one of many means of
obtaining specific program effectiveness feedback from graduates. Internal consistency ratings
for the items for research question 1, student perceptions of the program preparing them for
future leadership roles, yielded (α = .94) Cronbach’s Alpha reliability statistic and (α = .92) for
the items associated with research question 2, student perceptions of faculty facilitating their
learning and growth toward future leadership roles. The overall instrument score was (α = .96).
Scores greater than .70 are generally considered reliable, in this case, very reliable. For the items
1 through 20, students rated their level of agreement with each of the statements regarding their
program of study on a Likert-type scale, where possibilities for each answer were a range
including 1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Agree, 4 = Strongly Agree, and Not
Applicable. All items on the survey refer to Educational Leadership faculty and programs, not to
other courses or courses taught by non-educational leadership faculty. Items 21 through 28
referred to graduates’ participation and experience in the TeachLiveTM component of the
educational leadership programs and students’ background information. Analysis of items related
to TeachLiveTM are not included in this study. To determine the total available population using
convenience sampling, we used the number of new students admitted to the program from 2013
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through 2020 (N = 790). Of that total available population, 410 respondents participated in online
Qualtrics survey, yielding a 51.8% response rate. However, only (n = 400) 50.6% completed
enough of their surveys to be validly analyzed. In this case, convenience sampling was used
because these surveys were available for download. There is an assumption that this sampling of
respondents answered their survey items consistently and truthfully. There is also a limitation of
the study caused by the sampling technique in that the sample may or may not be fully
representative of the complete population leading to lower external reliability. As such, it is not
recommended that this study’s results be generalized beyond the sample, nor should results be
ecologically generalized beyond this institution. However, replicating the study could “decrease
the likelihood that the results obtained were simply a one-time occurrence” (Fraenkel et al.,
2019, p. 100).
This current study used students’ professional roles as the independent variable (IV).
Roles were coded as: teachers (n = 247), instructional coaches (n = 53), administrators (n = 28),
central office personnel (n = 23), and other (n = 46), 1-5 respectively. The other category
combined four roles: counselor (n = 2), other (n = 31), staffing specialist (n = 8), and data coach
(n = 5). The administrators category included school district level administrators and charter
school administrators, who did not possess administrative licensure. Central office personnel did
not include school district level administrators. For the teachers category, a limitation of our
sample was that we were unable to determine the teachers’ leadership roles (e.g., department
chair, professional learning community leader, etc.) in their schools. However, as part of the
educational leadership program, all students complete learning tasks that require them to engage
in authentic leadership activities. Therefore, participants categorized as teachers were treated as
teacher leaders.
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The purpose of the current study was to identify if the educational leadership program
was meeting the needs of each type of student based on their roles. This study sought to identify
where the gaps in program effectiveness was, through the lens of the student in their professional
roles, as indicated on the ELES. For example, it could be that the program was perceived as
effective for teachers, but not effective for administrators or vice versa. Student perception scores
(preparation and learning/growth) from the ELES represented the dependent variable (DV).
Because the IV was not manipulated and measured categorically, the study design was causal
comparative. The data met all of the assumptions necessary for conducting a One-Way ANOVA.
The three groups in the sample were normally distributed (checked with Shapiro-Wilk test,
histogram’s skewness and kurtosis, no extreme outliers visible in box plots, and Normal Q-Q
Plots), independence (three different groups were MEd, EdS, EdD), and had homogeneity of
variance (Leven’s F test yielded a non-significant p value). While ANOVA is robust to
violations of normality, had extreme violations of the variance assumption occurred, then the
alternative non-parametric Kruskal-Wallis test would have been used. The disadvantage of
concluding an analysis immediately after running an ANOVA, is that the ANOVA only provides
limited results and statistical significance may not be necessarily important. Therefore, a Tukey
post-hoc analysis was utilized on three items to further verify specifically where the statistical
significance lied.
Data Analyses and Results
Descriptive and inferential statistics were used to analyze the data in relation to the two
research questions to facilitate a better understanding surrounding the student’s perception of the
program effectiveness. Mean and standard deviation central tendencies scores were calculated
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along with the ANOVA, which required at least one categorical and one continuous variable,
hence the existing IV and DV.
Educational Leadership Preparation Coursework and Professional Roles
We began the analyses by examining overall student perceptions of the coursework in the
educational leadership program through Items 1 through 11 of the ELES. Overall, student
perceptions were slightly positive, mostly due to the high leptokurtosis on the response item
“Agree” for most questions. The lowest student perception responses were for two items: “The
information provided me by Educational Leadership faculty was accurate and up to date” (Item
6) and “Courses in the Educational Leadership Program were academically challenging” (Item 7)
with a mean response of 3.74. The highest response was to the Item 10 “Student discussion and
interactions were encouraged by instructors during class,” M = 3.89. Table 1 presents numbers of
responses per item, response means, and response standard deviations for Items 1 through 11.
<<Insert Table 1 about here>>
Differences in Perceptions by Student Professional Roles
Items 1 through 11 were analyzed using a one-way ANOVA to determine if there were
differences in opinions among student professional roles at the time of ELES completion. While
a majority of items had no statistically significant differences among groups based on their roles,
there was a statistically significant difference, F(5, 391) = 2.969, p = 0.012, for Item 7 “Courses
in the Educational Leadership Program were academically challenging” among the
administrators, instructional coaches, and central office personnel. The group that held the
highest sentiment toward the academic challenge of the program was administrators, M = 4.00,
followed by instructional coaches, M = 3.87. The group with the lowest opinion towards the
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academic challenge of the program were students who worked in the central office personnel, M
= 3.21. Table 2 presents the results of Item 7.
<<Insert Table 2 about here>>
The Tukey post-hoc analysis results signified that teachers (n = 247, MD = .547, p =
.014), instructional coaches (n = 53, MD = .654, p = .005), and administrators (n = 9, MD =
.786, p = .031) all scored this item significantly higher than central office personnel (n = 14, M =
3.21). This result indicates that school site-based personnel might be more likely to consider this
program to be academically challenging than central office personnel. Table 3 presents the
results of the Tukey post-hoc analysis.
<<Insert Table 3 about here>>
Educational Leadership Faculty Facilitation and Professional Roles
Items 12 through 20 measured student perceptions of the faculty facilitation within the
educational leadership program. As with the first research question, student sentiments were
again slightly positive. The lowest student sentiment responses were for the item “Textbooks
required for the courses were used on a regular basis,” M = 3.53. The highest response was to the
item “Instructors expected students to be prepared for class presentation and discussions,” M =
3.92. Table 4 presents the number of responses per item, means, and standard deviations.
<<Insert Table 4 about here>>
Differences in Perceptions by Student Professional Roles
Items 12 through 20 were analyzed using a one-way ANOVA to determine if there were
differences in opinions between students when grouped by their professional roles at the time of
survey completion. With a majority of items, there were no statistically significant differences
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between groups based on their roles; however, there were differences among professional roles
on Items 13, 14, and 18.
First, Item 13 “The intellectual climate in the program was stimulating,” there was a
statistically significant difference between the groups, F(5, 388) = 3.545, p = .004. While the
overall sentiment for all groups was still positive, central office personnel were more likely to
neither agree nor disagree in comparison to school-based personnel who had more positive
opinions of the intellectual climate of the program. The central office personnel group scored
this item statistically significantly different from all the other groups except the administrators
group.
Item 14, “The Educational Leadership faculty were supportive,” there was a difference
between the professional groups that was statistically significant, F = 2.860, p = 0.015. The
group that perceived their faculty to be most supportive was instructional coaches (n = 53, M =
4.00) and the group with the lowest sentiment was site-based administrators (n = 9, M = 3.44).
While the overall model showed that there were statistically significant differences among
groups, the Tukey post-hoc analysis did not demonstrate that an individual group differed
statistically from any other single group.
On the perceptual statement regarding the use of curricular materials in Item 18,
“Textbooks required for the courses were used on a regular basis,” there was a statistically
significant difference between the professional groups, F(8, 388)= 2.510, p = .030. On this item,
the group that had the highest sentiment towards textbook usage was administrators (n = 9, M =
3.89) and the group with the lowest sentiment was students in the other category (n = 46, M =
3.26). A post-hoc analysis showed that the largest significant difference between groups was
between instructional coaches and other (MD = 0.513, p = .023). Instructional coaches believed
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textbooks were used more often than students in the Other category. Table 5 presents the
ANOVA results for Items 13, 14, and 18.
<<Insert Table 5 about here>>
While the overall ANOVA was statistically significant for Item 14, no interactions effects
were noted in the Tukey post-hoc results. For Items 13 and 18, since significance was found,
data within Table 6 yielded results of the Tukey post-hoc analysis to further verify specifically
where the significance lied. For Item 13, the post-hoc analyses revealed that the role group that
had the highest opinion of the intellectual climate was instructional coaches (n = 53, M = 3.94),
followed by school-based administrators (n = 9, M = 3.89). The role groups with the lowest
opinion of the program was central office personnel (n = 14, M = 3.21). For Item 18, it was in
the Instructional Coaches compared to Others category.
<<Insert Table 6 about here>>
Discussion
In the early 2000s, the perceived ineffectiveness of educational leadership programs to
prepare future educational leaders lead to a focus on program improvements to enhance this
group’s preparation to contribute to PK-12 academic outcomes (Elmore, 2000, Hess & Kelly,
2005; Lashway, 2003; Levine, 2005). In response, educational leadership preparation research
focused on the components, processes, and learning experiences that contribute to quality
educational leadership preparation (Anderson et al., 2018; Campanotta et al., 2018; Cosner,
2019; Cunningham & Lochmiller, 2019; Cunningham et al., 2019; VanGronigen et al., 2018). As
Young et al. (2017) described, ESSA established a broader concept of educational leadership and
emphasized the need to develop the educational leadership pipeline. Educational leaders operate
along a continuum, occupying quasi-leadership and traditional leadership roles. The goal of our
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study was to identify if the program was meeting the needs of students’ professional roles (e.g.,
teachers, instructional coaches, administrators, and central office personnel), that is, the roles
along the leadership continuum. By using the ELES exit survey and analyzing those data, we
sought to identify where the gaps in program effectiveness existed based on students’
professional roles.
Perceptual Differences Among Students’ Professional Roles
Our overall analysis of student survey data suggested that in the aggregate, the
educational leadership program of study was meeting student needs. However, results of the
ANOVAs indicated perceptual differences among professional roles represented in educational
leadership program of study in terms of a challenging academic program, stimulating intellectual
climate, supportive faculty, and use of curricular materials (i.e., textbooks). Among the roles
represented in our study, administrators and instructional coaches demonstrated a higher
perception of the academic challenge of the program and stimulating intellectual climate, while
central office personnel demonstrated a lower perception. The differences found may lie in the
work focus of administrators and instructional coaches versus the work focus of central office
personnel. As school-based personnel, administrators and instructional coaches are more likely
to collaborate with individual teachers or groups of teachers on instructional improvements.
Therefore, administrators and instructional coaches in educational leadership preparation
programs may perceive developmental benefits to their instructional expertise, including school
goal setting and implementation, provision of support to teachers, and overall contributions to
site-based school improvement efforts (Bryan & Kaylor, 2018; Campbell & Malkus, 2013;
Hopkins et al., 2013; Jorissen et al., 2008; McCarthy, 2015; Robinson et al., 2008; Sweeney &
Mausbach, 2019; Woulfin & Rigby, 2017).
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Central office personnel, on the other hand, may be more accustomed to macro-level
school district and/or state-wide complex issues that are perplexing and must be resolved,
sometimes rapidly, for the sake of the entire school district or the school. To enhance the
leadership preparation of central office personnel, there may be a need to include learning
experiences on systemic teaching and learning improvement efforts across an entire school
district, groups of schools within a school district, or across a school (Anderson et al., 2012;
Honig et al., 2017). These learning experiences should also highlight effective collaboration
mechanisms between school districts and schools to support systemic improvement efforts
(Galey-Horn, 2020; Page, 2010). In short, to prepare all leaders represented in educational
leadership programs effectively, it may prove beneficial to review course syllabi and learning
tasks to ensure students in varying professional roles have access to differentiated powerful
learning experiences (Cunningham et al., 2019; Young, 2015), which connect the curriculum to
current and future professional contexts of students (Young & Eddy-Spicer, 2019).
Perceptual differences related to supportive faculty revealed that instructional coaches
were also the most prone to perceive that faculty were supportive, while administrators had the
lowest perception of support. This difference in perceptions may be due to the focus of this
educational leadership program on the development of future administrators due to state-level
requirements (Mountford & Acker-Hocevar, 2013) rather than to further development of inservice administrators. It is important to note that administrators enrolled in this program were
either school-district administrators or charter school administrators. As in-service administrators
continue to seek educational leadership preparation, learning experiences may need to be added
to the curriculum to address their needs to further support this professional group (Levine, 2005).
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While administrators perceived lower perceptions of faculty support, they held a higher
perception of the use of curricular materials in classes. This difference may be due to
administrators’ individual usage of curricular materials to enhance their own learning.
Interestingly, instructional coaches were prone to both higher perceptions of faculty support and
use of curricular materials. It may be that the learning experiences and curricular in courses
along with faculty support and facilitation were well suited to providing both “curricular
coherence” and “curricular balance” (Levine, 2005, p. 13) for instructional coaches.
Conclusion
As schools become increasingly more complex organizations, requiring distribution of
responsibility for educational reform initiatives among various levels of leadership, this novel
approach to examine educational leadership program effectiveness, may further assist in
educational improvement efforts. The differences found among the professional roles
represented in this educational leadership program highlight potential implications for policy,
practice, and for future research. In terms of potential implications for policy, national- and statelevel organizations that create standards for educational leadership preparation programs may
consider the full continuum of leadership roles represented in educational leadership programs as
they develop or revise standards. Explicitly acknowledging the leadership preparation of these
groups in leadership standards may provide a framework for addressing the leadership needs of
various roles along the continuum for all who rely on leadership standards to guide continuous
improvement. Potential implications for practice for educational leadership programs may
include building upon existing university-school partnerships by collaborating with school
district partners on leadership needs analyses beyond the leadership needs of the principalship
and enhancing curricula to meet the identified leadership needs. As seen in the literature, school
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districts provide professional learning to teacher leaders, instructional coaches, and central office
personnel as part of comprehensive educational reform efforts. Educational leadership programs
are valued partners in the change process within complex educational systems. As such,
educational leadership programs could advance the work of school districts within the
framework of educational leadership preparation curricula by increasing the scope of leadership
preparation to include multiple leadership roles and collaboration among roles.
Lastly, further research in this area is greatly needed. The differences in perceptions
among the professional roles represented in this educational leadership program highlighted the
need for further investigation. While this study spanned a seven-year period and was comprised
of a decent sample size, the study’s findings are limited. Findings from this research study are a
first step that may point to a need for further analysis using a qualitative design to further
contextualize the results of the statistical analysis (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). Future
targeted studies using focus groups and/or interviews could facilitate a better understanding of
the significant differences. A thorough qualitative study could further unpack the findings in this
study, yielding important results that could inform educational leadership preparation to better
serve the roles along the leadership continuum. For instance, focus group and/or interview
research could focus on inviting students representing the various professional roles in
educational leadership programs and could explore students’ perceptions of the contributions of
program faculty, structure, and curricula on their current and future leadership competencies. By
diving deeply into students’ program experience, a qualitative study could uncover faculty
approaches, program implementation, and learning experiences deemed important and timely to
school improvement efforts by teacher leaders, instructional coaches, and central office
personnel. The detailed insights gained through a qualitative study could allow for further
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comparisons among the student professional groups to determine where leadership competencies
align and where differentiation is needed to best meet the needs of all professional roles. In
addition to qualitative studies, more quantitative studies are needed to determine perceptions of
effectiveness among student professional roles in other educational leadership preparation
programs.
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Table 1
Overall Student Perception of Educational Leadership Coursework (N = 408)
Survey Item
1. Course content assisted me in being more effective
as an educator

n

M

SD

408

3.84

.556

2. Course content was drawn from research and
contemporary literature.

408

3.84

.591

3. I received frequent feedback from my instructors
on my progress in class.

408

3.75

.617

4. Educational Leadership faculty were available
outside of class time.

407

3.78

.672

5. Educational Leadership faculty set high
expectations for student performance.

408

3.84

.578

6. The information provided to me by Educational
Leadership faculty was accurate and up to date.

408

3.74

.643

7. Courses in the Educational Leadership Program
were academically challenging.

408

3.74

.640

8. The administrative internship prepared me to
apply for entry level leadership positions.

408

3.78

.666

9. The number of students in the classes I took was
appropriate for graduate level courses.

406

3.87

.622

405

3.89

.618

398

3.82

.621

10. Student discussion and interactions were
encouraged by instructors during class.
11. The administrative internship was a valuable
learning experience.
Note. Number of participant responses vary by item.
Table 2

ANOVA Results: Academically Challenging Program and Stimulating Intellectual Climate

7.

Courses in the
Educational
Leadership Program
were academically
challenging.

Note: *p < .05

Between groups

Sum of
Squares
5.480

Within groups

144.329

Total

149.809

df

Mean
Square

5

1.096

391

0.369

396

F
2.969

Sig.
.012*

42
Table 3
Tukey Post-Hoc: Academically Challenging Courses
Current
Role

Current Role

Dependent
Variable
7. Courses in Central
Teacher
the
Office Instructional
Educational
Coach
Leadership
Dean
Program were
Administrator
academically
Other
challenging.

Mean
Difference

Std.
Error

Sig.

-.547
-.654

.167
.183

.014*
.005*

95% Confidence
Interval
Lower
Upper
Bound
Bound
-1.02
-.07
-1.18
-.13

-.536
-.786
-.481

.199
.260
.185

.079
.031*
.101

-1.11
-1.53
-1.01

.03
-.04
.05

Table 4
Overall Student Perceptions of Faculty Facilitation of Learning (N = 408)
Survey Item

n

M

SD

12. Instructors expected students to be prepared for
class presentations and discussion.

398

3.92

.555

13. The intellectual climate in the program was
stimulating.

398

3.82

.601

397

3.82

.612

398

3.78

.666

398

3.80

.606

17. Courses were offered frequently enough for
timely completion of the program.

398

3.67

.747

18. Textbooks required for the courses were used on a
regular basis.

398

3.53

.817

19. Student interactions and discussions added to the
quality of the courses.

398

3.86

.616

20. Electronic databases were useful in completing
the program requirements.

398

3.77

.702

14. The Educational Leadership faculty were
supportive.
15. The Educational Leadership Program adequately
prepared me for the Florida Educational Leadership
Examination.
16. The program prepared me for my professional
career goals.
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Note. Number of participant responses vary by item.
Table 5
ANOVA Results: Supportive Faculty and Textbook Usage

13. The intellectual
climate in the program
was stimulating.

14. The Educational
Leadership faculty were
supportive.
18. Textbooks required
for the courses were used
on a regular basis.

Between groups

Sum of
Squares
6.240

df
5

Mean
Square
1.248

Within groups

136.603

388

0.352

Total
Between groups

142.843
5.258

393
5

1.052

Within groups

142.274

387

.368

Total

147.532

392

Between groups

8.280

5

1.656
.660

Within groups

255.966

388

Total

264.246

393

F
3.545

Sig.
.004**

2.860

.015*

2.510

.030*

Note: *p < .05, **p < .01
Table 6
Tukey Post-Hoc: Intellectual Climate and Textbooks Required Regularly
Independent
Variable

Current Role

Dependent
Variable
13. The
Central
Teacher
intellectual
Office
Instructional
climate in
Coach
the program
Dean
was
Administrator
stimulating.
Other
18.
Instructional
Teacher
Textbooks
Coach
Dean
required for
Administrator
the courses
Central
were used
Office
on a regular
Other
basis.
Note: *p < .05, **p < .01

Mean
Difference

Std.
Error

-.622
-.729

.163
.178

95% Confidence
Interval
Lower
Upper
Bound Bound
.002*
-1.09
-.15
.001** -1.24
-.22

-.571
-.675
-.547
.278
.131
-.115
.274

.194
.254
.181
.123
.190
.293
.244

.040*
.086
.032*
.215
.983
.999
.873

-1.13
-1.40
-1.07
-.07
-.41
-.95
-.43

-.02
.05
-.03
.63
.67
.72
.97

-.513

.164

.023*

.04

.98

Sig.

